Qualitative research is concerned with exploring phenomena and understanding social situations. Growing interest in medical education research has led to a greater appreciation that qualitative methodologies (approaches) and methods (techniques) are a legitimate means of answering research questions of relevance to the medical profession. However, there is a certain mystique about how to analyse qualitative data. This brief article aims to shed some light on the process, but for a fuller account see Jamieson.
How to undertake thematic analysis
Newcomers to qualitative research are likely to undertake small-scale exploratory studies that require an inductive approach; accordingly, this article focuses on how to carry out thematic analysis, as described below.
1: Data preparation
Preparation may include, word-processing hand-written data, transcribing audio-recordings into text format, formatting data, editing data, anonymising data, uploading data to specialist software. Word-processing your own data is encouraged because it is one means of immersing yourself in it, but this can be extremely time-consuming. Using data analysis software such as NVIVO, may be used and requires the uploading of prepared transcripts.
2: Immersion in the data
Immersion means you become very familiar with the data. You should form a general impression of themes, or ideas, suggested by the data. These may relate to themes in the literature, or to your previous research or experience, although to avoid introducing bias you should be receptive to ideas that contradict/challenge your expectations. You will likely see novel themes 'emerging'. You should begin analysing initial transcripts before you have finished collecting all the data, so for later transcripts you will search for themes that emerged from early transcripts.
3: Coding
Coding is where you highlight or otherwise label text that you interpret as having a particular meaning. The text, or 'unit of analysis', may be a word, phrase, sentence or paragraph: you should code what makes sense in relation to your research question(s). The given label is called a code and you will relate it to a particular theme (sometimes called a category transcripts for any evidence of these additional themes: this is called 'constant comparison'. Ultimately, you will end up with a final list of codes and themes: your coding scheme. NVIVO may be useful for marking up and organising data, and recording the rationale for coding decisions; but you could equally use Microsoft Word. You may also capture the rationale for coding decisions by 'memo'ing': namely, making brief notes about your thought processes.
4: Generation of themes
Here, you are aiming for data reduction. You organise codes into themes, then analyse the data at a deeper level, looking for patterns and relationships between themes, and interpreting the data in relation to the literature.
5: Abstraction/generation of theory Finally, you may achieve further abstraction through synthesis of your findings; or you generate new theory, although this is particular to a Grounded Theory approach.
Establishing trustworthiness (rigour) in thematic analysis
For a small-scale, exploratory study using thematic analysis, you must demonstrate the credibility, dependability and transferability of your findings 3 . Credibility is the qualitative researcher's equivalent of internal validity (see Table  1 ), and may be achieved by the process of 'memberchecking', whereby participants confirm the authenticity of transcriptions and/or derived themes. Alternatively, in peer review, coding decisions may be justified to experienced researchers. Dependability is similar to reliability and may be demonstrated, e.g., by reflexivity, which is being explicit about your impact on the research, and vice versa.
The contextual, often small-scale nature of qualitative research means that findings cannot be generalised. However, they may be transferable to other contexts. This is ultimately for the reader to decide, but your role is to provide clear descriptions of your methodology and your coding decisions; the latter supported, for example, by memo'ing. For further guidance, watch Gibb's excellent YouTube Videos (see Resource Box). Ideally, you will now feel encouraged to use thematic analysis with your own data!
